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INTRODUCTION 
Just a few months into the COVID-19 pandemic, beginning in 
early 2020, I watched in disbelief and horror as thugs targeted 
Asian Americans for brutal attacks. While the presence of 
discrimination, exclusion and hate crimes leveled at Asian 
Americans is nothing new, there is no doubt that the USA has seen 
a rapid increase in 2021. Asian Americans say that the news outlets 
have been slow to report these crimes. According to the research 
center Media Matters, “In the days before Lunar New Year, when 
surveillance cameras captured a spate of violent, unprovoked 
attacks against Asian seniors, top-rated cable networks spent little 
to no airtime covering the issue” (Wang 2021, n.p.).  
In a 7 May 2021 news segment on CNN, host John Berman reported that 
Asian American victims had reported 6600 hate crimes over the past 
year, with 2400 in the first few months of 2021 alone. From the murder 
of eight (including six Asian American women) in several spas in 
Atlanta to the attack by a 19-year-old man of an 84-year-old man (which 
resulted in the elder’s death), to robberies, to attacks on vulnerable 
people with boxcutters and hammers, the list goes on and on. Behind the 
terrible statistics, a deeper reality festers: Asian Americans find their 
loyalty questioned and their status as “perpetual foreigners” reinforced. 
As one contributor protested, “Discrimination is holding us back and preventing us from applying our 
skills” (Berman, 2021, n.p.). 
Observing these reports, I wondered, “What kind of person does this to another?” I saw the wounded and 
murdered as my grandmother, my grandfather, my friends and began to wonder how I could have open 
discussions with my students about this situation. I believed that studying and discussing the humanity of 
the Asian American community, some of whom are faculty members in our Institute, could have a 
positive effect. The Comparative Studies: Religious Studies 2370 course provided a curricular opening.  
I chose for my 2021 ISRL project to concentrate on the religious lives and experiences of Asian American 
women to prepare to challenge students to see an opportunity and civic and, for some, religious duty to 
build awareness, bridges, and community and to protect the First Amendment religious rights of all, 
including Asian Americans. My hope is that they will not only appreciate the beauty and history that Asia 
immigrant family members have brought and continue to bring, but empathize with the challenges and 
adaptations of living as an American minority and value their shared humanity. Currently, the course’s 
broad weekly topics address Asian religions and religious life in these specific contexts:  
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1. Tenets and practices of religions of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese origin 
2. Western religions in Asia 
3. Cross-cultural study of specific religious stories, scriptures, creeds, rites and rituals 
4. A glimpse of healing rituals, festivals, foods and fasting, spiritual disciplines, art, architecture, 
poetry, religious prejudice and discrimination, and women in religion 
With new information, I can help students to explore additional aspects of Asian American women’s 
experiences and contributions. 
For this paper, I examine and synthesize what I have discovered about Asian American women’s 
religiosity, spiritual, faith journeys, and historical roles and actions in building and sustaining religious 
communities. I read autobiographical writings of Asian American women theologians, women educated 
to think about talk about god. I started a list of questions and openings that would help the class explore 
an ethic of kindness and value systems such as non-violence, women’s leadership, religious orders, 
worship and spiritual disciplines, teaching and guiding children, influencing religious change, influencing 
men, and special dispensations and expectations of women in religious groups.  
KEY TEXTS 
Kwok, Pui-Lan, ed. 2020. Asian and Asian American Women in Theology and Religion: Embodying 
Knowledge. NY: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Narayan, Anjana, and Purkayastha, Bandana. 2009. Living Our Religions: Hindu and Muslim South Asian 
American Women Narrate Their Experiences. Sterling, VA: Kumarian Press. 
Chen, Carolyn. 2008. Getting Saved in America: Taiwanese Immigration and Religious Experience. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
Book chapters and numerous articles 
HEARING WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES 
In recent times, Americans have shown they are ready to tell and hear stories of exceptional women. The 
film Hidden Figures, which highlights the essential contributions of African American mathematicians to 
the 1960’s US space program, On the Basis of Sex, a biopic about the life and work of Ruth Bader 
Ginsberg, He Named Me Malala, which tells the story of Pakistani Nobel Peace Prize Malala Yousefzai, 
winner for her promotion of girl’s education, and the media interest in Wally Funk, aviator and astronaut, 
feature just a few. Beyond these extraordinary examples, everyday women live heroic lives, thinking, 
creating, exploring, supporting, and building. As women move from the shadow of invisibility into the 
mainstream, a backlash seems inevitable, with women subjected to both isolated incidents and concerted 
efforts to target them with verbal, physical and sexual assault. In 2021, political agitation by an influential 
part of US society has intensified the violence. But activists are rising and resisting; as one Asian 
American activist framed the moment, “We can’t just sit back. We can’t sit in our little enclave anymore” 
(Tavernise 2021, n.p.). 
Studying a person’s religious thought and practice reveals the core of their identity. Without trying to 
overgeneralize, religious belief or lack thereof can expose what a person thinks about the essential nature 
of human beings. People often use religion to establish and promote ethnocentric boundaries that divide 
themselves from others—into believers and unbelievers, liberated and chained, saved and damned.  
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Surely, in examining another’s religion, an observer can easily get it 
all wrong. For example, we can choose to focus on sacred texts, 
typically written by men, that disregard, downplay, or dismiss 
women’s contributions and experiences. We can come to the study so 
wrapped up in our own worldview that our certainty keeps us from 
observing the nuances, subtleties, commonalities and differences. A 
religious group may push an ideology that paints women with a broad 
brush as symbols of difference—our women are “pure,” theirs are 
“servile, sexually exploited, or oversexed” (Narayan and Purkayastha 
2009, 4). Yet, we can also endeavor to suspend judgment, listen 
openly and carefully to a variety of voices, and follow the example of 
the religious and spiritual movements that seek to blur the boundaries 
and divisions and strive for a fuller understanding of our common 
humanity and rich, evolving, complicated lives. What can we learn 
from learning about Asian American religious experience? 
According to a Pew Research Center report, Asian Americans are less 
religious but more diverse in their faith and practice that other 
Americans (2012, 171). Professors Helen Jin Kim and Russell M. 
Jeung posit three reasons for this difference: Asian Americans may 
not classify their spiritual practices as religion, some migrated from 
secularized countries, and a number of immigrants have science and 
technology backgrounds that may lead individuals to lose interest in religion (2013, 23). On the other 
hand, the practices of some Asian Americans have broadened the spectrum of world religions in the US, 
and, further, many religionists combine several religions 
with appeals to build tolerance.  
For those who are religious, Asian American religious 
practice in the US varies greatly, from worshipping with 
majority religionists to attempting to retain, adapt, recover, 
or create some of the features of traditionally Asian 
religions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Jainism, 
and Islam. A key source for detailing and explaining aspects 
of these practices is the work of the Pacific, Asian, and 
North American Asian Women in Theology, and Ministry 
(PANAAWTM), organized in 1984, whose “members have 
played active roles in religious communities, academia and 
social movements in North America and Asia” (Kwok 2020, 
2). These scholars study and interpret their own religious 
faith and thought along with those of other Asian American 
women.  
PANAAWTM researchers offer specific examples. In 
Bengal in eastern India, festival pujas, or acts of worship, 
welcome participation of Hindus and Buddhists in the public 
streets. For the same festival in the US, celebrants feel they Pew Research Center 2012, p. 173 
Pew Research Center 2012, p. 171 
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must celebrate inside the temple building, making it more difficult to welcome co-religionists (Narayan 
and Purkayastha 2009, 27). Shobha Hamal Gurung, Associate Professor of Sociology and Women and 
Gender Studies, notes generational differences. She recalls that her grandmother spent several hours in 
both the morning and evening in puja, but her mother practices her faith by collecting and distributing 
food and clothing to widows and orphans (op.cit., 195). 
Coming from a complicated religious background myself, I find the descriptions of group and individual 
choices and adaptations to be at the same time familiar and new. I endeavor to survey and communicate 
some of what I learned about Asian American women’s religious thought, expression, and practice and 
sift it into three categories: (1) Celebrating the female, (2) Becoming American, and (3) Religion is lived 
not frozen in the past. 
CELEBRATING THE FEMALE 
PANAAWTM scholars protest that influential non-Asian researchers of Asian culture present 
“overgeneralized, ahistorical ideas” about Hindu and Muslim religionists and stories about “veiled, raped, 
harassed, and subordinated” South Asian women. They suggest, instead, listening to Asian women and 
Asian women in the diaspora who have “defined and claimed economic and social human rights and 
contributed to building peace in the world” (Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 1-2). Professor and 
theologian Kwok Pui-lan, Associate Professor of Literature Neela Bhattacharya Saxena, Associate 
Professor of Sociology Shobha Hamal Gurung, and others contend that Asian religions celebrate the 
female. They convey the multi-dimensional nature of Asian and Asian American women, not simply in a 
religious sense but in their multitudinous roles. 
Asian religions spring from ancient tribal religions, likely fertility 
worship and the cult of the goddess (Murphy 2021).  In Nepal, where 
Hinduism and Buddhism predominate, female deities are numerous. 
Hindu goddesses assure wealth, prosperity, wisdom and knowledge. 
They are warriors, destroyers, creators, guardians and liberators. 
Adorned with a necklace of skulls, Goddess Kali is stronger than Brahma 
and Vishnu. Linked to rage and destruction, she establishes order and 
keeps evil at bay (Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 200). Kali represents 
female energy and fertility.  
Scholar Bidya Ranjeet writes about the gods and goddesses 
reprimanding the King of Nepal for desiring the Living Goddess Kumari 
and forbidding him from petitioning her directly. Instead, they required 
the King to consult an intermediary, a child-virgin chosen at age 4 and 
worshipped until puberty and then replaced. In their families, men 
worship daughters, bowing to their feet daily to receive blessings. Sons 
bow to the feet of their mothers and grandmothers. Ceremonies for girls and women abound, including Ihi 
at age 8, Barha around puberty, and Junko at age 77 years, 7 months and 7 days (Narayan and 
Purkayastha 2009, 87-90).   
Buddhist and Hindu traditions celebrate women, but with an accent on familism, women more than men 
take on many filial duties and obligations. Associate Professor of Asian American Studies Carolyn Chen 
cites the example of the funeral customs —bai bai or worship—which expects attending daily on 
Kali (credit) 
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ancestral spirits with “offerings of food and incense, and the burning paper money.” To break with this 
tradition means rejecting and “disrespecting [the] parents and family ancestors” and disrupting family ties 
(2008, 38). Interestingly, in China, Roman Catholic missionaries permitted converts to continue their 
ancestor worship, making Christianity more accessible. In the US, some Asian Americans have 
transferred their familism duties and obligations to their church or temple. 
PANAAWTM theologians and scholars sift through the traditions to create a fuller historical and personal 
portrait of women’s religious experience. Some scholars have incorporated the metaphor of Sophia, who 
represents wisdom and the feminist face of God, a force that “bridges scientific knowledge with intuitive 
reason” from Greek religions to the modern womanist movement and Dianic Wicca (Dean-Drummond 
1997, 11). Assistant Professor of New Testament and Christian Origins Jin Young Choi expands on the 
Sophia metaphor by using the Greek word phronesis. While Sophia is associated with objective and 
theoretical knowledge, phronesis is “practical knowledge connected to action…not on detached, abstract, 
and logocentric knowledge” from the ivory tower but lived (Kwok 2000, 6). This is religious practice that 
women value. 
BECOMING AMERICAN 
Like many issues in American life, the beliefs about and actions toward Asian American are nuanced. 
NPR’s Adrian DeLeon (2000) presents the history of racism against Asians beginning with the early 
immigrants who settled in the West during the California Gold Rush. In the four years from 1848-1852, 
the number of Asian Americans increased from 400 to 25,000. Vicious discrimination ensued and led to 
the Foreign Miner’s Tax, anti-miscegenation codes and exclusion laws like the 1882 Chinese Exclusion 
Act (Kawahara 2007). From the outset, Asian women found themselves “sold by their family or 
kidnapped to work as prostitutes” (op.cit., 19). The Immigration Act of 1965 eased restrictions, but the 
attitudes of the US majority proved harder to influence. From their “permanent outsider” status as 
“unclean and unfit for citizenship” under the law to their place as a “model minority,” a different form of 
racism, Asian Americans are marked as pawns in US political discourse. Asian Americans assert, “My 
Asian persona should not be a detriment” (DeLeon 2000; Kawahara 2007, 28).  
All immigrants experience pushes in their home countries and pulls of the promise of land and 
opportunity. Asian Americans have immigrated in three distinct ways: chain migration, split family, and 
investor (Chen 2008). The most familiar, chain migration, starts with one or two family members going 
ahead and then sending for others as they can. In split family migration, one person, a physician for 
example, works in the US and commutes to their home country at regular intervals. In 1992, the US 
Congress created an investor visa for which a businessperson agrees to invest at least $500,000 and to 
create ten jobs in the US (USDOS n.d.).   
Leaving one’s home country is drastic choice, not something undertaken lightly. New immigrants coming 
to the US face a loss of status and a bewildering set of moral choices. Immigrants leave behind grounding 
family networks, obligations and moral traditions. They admit having more moral anxiety and loneliness 
(Chen 2008, 147). In China, the rise of Confucianism in the sixth century B.C.E., “with its emphasis on 
courtesy, individual responsibility, and familial and social harmony, has played an instrumental role in 
maintaining stability and peace” for a society brutalized by centuries of wars (Wang 1997, 91). The line 
of responsibility—from Ruler to Subject to Son to Wife establishing five virtues of benevolence, 
righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and fidelity—appears to run counter to the extreme privatization and 
lack of personal accountability to others endemic in American society. 
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To the immigrant, religious life is no longer “embedded” or part of the cultural flow and atmosphere, but 
“explicit.” They must choose and affirm the religion overtly. In other words, immigrants may have a 
weak religious identity in their home country but develop a strong one in their adopted country. For 
example, Taiwanese immigrants may choose to embrace and expand on their home country’s Buddhism 
or convert to a version of American Christianity. Both of these are “salvation religions” identified by 
Sociologist Max Weber, which offer an alternative reality and an ethic of love that “save” the individual 
from an imperfect world (Kalberg 1990, 58; Chen 2008, 5,10-12).  
In Carolyn Chen’s Getting Saved in America: Taiwanese Immigration and Religious Experience, 
Taiwanese Americans describe the process by which they turn to religion. First, for the evangelical 
Christian convert, a neighbor asks and then insists that the newcomer try their church. Feeling cornered, 
the invitee attends to save face. The church offers a total institution with worship, educational, social, 
vocational, medical, and other specialties. Many churches are open six or seven days a week with all-
consuming programming. Interactions with church outsiders evaporate, causing disruptions in 
relationships and commitments to family and ancestors, which new converts portray as both painful and 
liberating (Chen 2008, 38). On their part, Buddhist practitioners visit the temple more often that they did 
in Taiwan. They become “more Buddhist,” more committed to the Vow of Five Precepts: not to kill, lie, 
steal, engage in sexual misconduct, or abuse the body by using drugs and alcohol (op.cit, 79). 
In California, where many Taiwanese have settled since the 1970’s, communities have purchased 
churches from disbanding mainline Christian groups and establishing evangelical Christian churches or 
Buddhist temples. Others have built their own buildings using Asian architecture. Dharma Light Temple, 
a Pure Land Buddhism group that preaches faith in Amitahba Buddha and rebirth in the Pure Land or 
Western Paradise, is one of these communities. The facility features a beautiful garden, vegetarian café, 
and areas where fruit, flowers, and incense are sold for offerings. Practitioners don a robe to attend 
chanting ceremonies and dharma, language and meditation classes. A sangha of 30 monks and nuns 
educated in Taiwan staff the temple (Chen 2008, 32).  
According to Associate Professor Selina Jamil, many Asian American women pursue interconnectedness 
and develop a “multidimensional, liberal, progressive and dynamic” religious life (Narayan and 
Purkayastha 2009, p. 48). God’s existence is “real,” but the way we express God’s existence is of our own 
making, relates Associate Professor and Chair of Religious Studies Jane Naomi Iwamura (Kwok 2020, 
79). Many women seek to transcend religious exclusiveness, even though the missionaries they 
encountered in their youth taught them to separate themselves from any who refuse their message of faith. 
By choice, the missionaries say, they have earned the label “wicked.” They cite the Christian scripture 
imperative in II Corinthians 6:14, “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership can 
righteousness have with wickedness? Or what fellowship does light have with darkness.” Theologians 
Htoi San Lu and Ban Htang contend that in Myanmar among the Kachin group, the church was “the most 
anachronistic institution” in their society, denying women as equal partners in Christian mission (Kwok 
2020, 141). They claim that literal interpretations of the Bible reinforce patriarchy. Instead, many Kachin 
women have blended their Buddhist traditions with Christianity to create a hybrid image of Jesus Christ 
as a life-giving spirit.  
For an immigrant, becoming American may mean finding a niche. They may do so through joining an 
Asian American religious fellowship, or by avoiding it and instead joining the majority community. If 
they assimilate, they must live a “double consciousness,” as first identified by W.E.B. DuBois, in the 
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liminality—the interspace between two worlds (Wang 1997, 88). Nevertheless, struggle is inevitable. 
Many admit that they live with psychological confusion, emotional frustration, and cultural alienation.  
RELIGION IS LIVED NOT FROZEN IN THE PAST 
Asian American women religious scholars center the role of religion in advancing cultural and individual 
spiritual development. Religions uphold the sacredness of life from cosmic beginning to renewal and re-
creation and, according to Hindu thought, generate sat-chit-ananda or knowledge-consciousness-bliss. 
While religion is not always a liberating force, the five world religions—Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam—have offered enlightenment and social equality, including for women. In 52 A.D., 
the Christian apostle known as “doubting” Thomas spread the Christian message of grace and love to 
what is now Kerala state in southern India centuries before Christianity spread to Europe (Miles 1986). In 
the area of the Indian subcontinent that is now Bangladesh, Islam did not spread with politics or arms. 
Sufis passed Islam to low-caste Hindu offering peace and equality breaking the power of the upper-caste 
Brahmins in the nineteenth century (Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 222). 
Despite the fact that traditionalists want to freeze them in an idealized, pristine, sacred sphere, these 
religions are “lived not fossilized” (Narayan and Purkyastha 2009, 287). In the back and forth of daily 
living, social forces, with players actively victimizing or just remaining silent in the face of 
discrimination, often foster backlash and regression, according to Anjana Narayan (op.cit., 287). Indian 
political psychologist Ashis Nandy insists that true practice of religion is “non-monolithic and 
operationally plural” and “has never produced intolerance… [but] coercive power creates fanaticism and 
violence” that reverses social progress (1999, 322; 2002, 75-76).  
Selina Jamil explains women may be victims of the misapplication of scripture, but this victimization is 
not limited to any single religion. Men write the texts that become set in stone and women abide by and 
transfer these to their progeny (Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 54). But women thinkers recognize the 
ways that women many times work daily behind the scenes to promote spiritual principles like ahimsa, 
the respect for all living things and principle of non-injury. Jamil clarifies that the “fight” of jihad aims to 
free oneself from “the fever of the ego…a path of love” that “annihilates the ego,” not the “holy war” 
often mistakenly claimed by fundamentalists (op.cit.). “Holy war” is a Judeo-Christian concept, and one 
need only look to the Hebrew Testament and the Christian Crusades for evidence. Sociologist Fatima 
Mernissi claims, “Islam is no more repressive than Judaism or Christianity. There must be those who 
have a vested interest in blocking women’s rights in Muslim societies” (1987, vii). The Bhagavad Gita, 
one of Hinduism’s scriptures, cautions that “selfish action imprisons the world” (Easwaran 2017, 105).  
Certainly, cultural choices become confused with religious mandates. In the US, where Americans allege 
religious freedom to be sacrosanct, distrust of non-Christians and insistence of the supremacy of so-called 
“Christian values” obstruct the right to believe and practice other religions. The fact remains that US 
religious affiliations are changing. Studies have found that a majority of Americans, 75% of the general 
public and 42% of Asian Americans, self-identify as Christians, whether or not they ever attend services, 
read the Bible, or pray. However, the numbers of “unaffiliated” grows in each survey. In 2012, 59% said 
they were religious, and in 2017, that number fell to 48%. At the same time, those who identify as 
“spiritual not religious” (SNR) grew from 19% to 27% (Pew 2012).  
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Those who claim to be SNR mix and blend religious thought and spiritual disciplines—for example, 
reflecting on wisdom stories and practicing rituals of folk and world religions; fasting from dawn to dusk 
as for Islam’s Ramadan and Chinese Durga Puja in order to empathize with the poor; or living according 
to the dharma, recognizing the essential nature of things and accepting the moral duty of serving others. 
“Sakal prani lai namaskar— I worship all living things” embodies this openness. For others, a walk in the 
woods or practicing prayer, yoga, gardening, or playing a musical instrument elicits feelings of spiritual 
connectedness. Bandana Purkayastha speaks for starting with a holistic spiritual understanding, then 
acting for social justice to educate others and to engage in a political protest that defines sources of 
oppression and seeks redress. She points to the tragic and inexplicable fact that “the world has focused on 
the 25,000 deaths due to terrorist violence from 2000-2005 and directed billions of dollars for 
‘security’…and [that] 250,000 [die] each year due to hunger, malnutrition, and preventable diseases 
central questions of human rights and security” as proof for the need for a holistic spiritual approach 
(Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 293).  
Jane Naomi Iwamura reveals her own undergraduate spiritual journey and understanding:  
The eventual realization that while God’s existence was indeed real, the way in which we gave 
express to God, our theological renderings, was of our own making informed by human 
imagination, need, and context. No one person had any authoritative claim on the Almighty, 
which therefore called us to critically evaluate our theological inheritance and our own 
presuppositions. It also opened the doorway to religious imagination. (Kwok 2020, 79). 
Many Asian American theologians advocate inclusivity and universalism, quoting Ramakrishna: “That 
which quenches the thirst is called water. Religion is one, people give it different names.” They speak to 
blurring boundaries, living with diversity, striving for care, compassion, sobriety, accountability, and 
responsibility. Asian Americans women speak of their spirituality as influenced by that of Sufis, Bauls, 
Sikhs, and the poet Rabindrinath Tagore in reaching for a spirituality that brings joy and joyful living in a 
joyful universe like a bride seeking union with a lover. Sikh belief transfers into a practical religion of 
Pew Research Center 2012, p. 175 Pew Research Center 2017, n.p. 
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service—“Welcome your guests as gods, feed them, even if 
you yourself do not eat.” And through the Hindu tradition some 
meditate, praying, “May we work together uniting our strength 
for the good of humanity” (Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 26-
32, 183). 
CONCLUSION 
This study of Asian American women’s religious thought and 
practice has revealed that all people have multiple identities. 
Religion and spirituality is only one, but an important identity 
for many. How does that identity intersect with other 
dimensions of a person’s life? The use of the terminology, 
embedded and explicit, will definitely aid students in 
understanding how Americans assume with little thought that the US is a Christian nation. While the 
majority of Americans (about 75%), including Asian Americans (about 42%), align with a Christian 
identity, it is also true that what individuals mean by selecting that identity varies greatly. Additionally, 
nearly 90 million Americans identify as something other than Christian. In a “free” country, that 
realization alone should be enough to urge people to develop a spirit of humility and generosity and to 
seek to learn more others’ religions. A healthy respect for all religions, races, ages, and genders makes 
America greater. Physician and Environmentalist Aysha Saeed observes, “History has shown ignorance to 
be ideal ground for seeds of propaganda and belligerence to sprout” (Narayan and Purkayastha 2009, 
242).  
Further study could focus on understanding religious and spiritual differences, experiences, and 
expression of Asian American women whose families settled in the US many generations ago as 
compared to those of recent immigrants. While many monographs have discussed the experiences of 
women from one country or ethnic group or another, a comparison of the influence of where they settle 
would enlighten. 
  
Sikhs throughout the US feed the poor from 
California to Connecticut. At one site in Riverside 
CA, volunteers serve 3,000 to 5000 meals a day 
during the pandemic (Krishna 2000). 
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